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Abstract 

Previous research studies show that a positive school climate is associated with desir- 
able academic outcomes for youth. In the United States, students with disabilities and 
English language learner (ELL) students are particularly at-risk for poor academic out- 
comes and therefore more in need of interventions to support their academic devel- 
opment. The present study examined whether school climate has a differential 
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association with academic achievement for these at-risk students compared to their 
peers, which would suggest that school climate has the effect of reducing or widening 
achievement gaps based on disability and language. For students at all levels, the main 
effects of perceived school climate and disability status on mathematics and reading 
achievement were statistically significant controlling for race/ethnicity, gender, and 
grade. The results of this study have numerous implications for school psychology 
practice. Our findings suggest that a positive school climate is associated with higher 
achievement for all students at all levels in both mathematics and reading, school psych- 
ologists should consider school climate improvement as part of their mandate. 


Keywords 
achievement, disability, English language learner, limited English proficiency, school 
climate 


For a number of political, economic, social, and historical reasons, American stu- 
dents who attend primary and secondary public schools in urban spaces have lower 
levels of academic achievement than their non-urban and non-public-school- 
attending peers (Milner & Lomotey, 2013). Among urban public school students, 
there is still large variation in achievement. Some of the most vulnerable of these 
students are those with disabilities and those for whom English is not the first 
language. Nationally, in the US, students with disabilities score much lower than 
their peers on state and national achievement tests and have lower secondary 
school graduation rates (Education Commission of the States, 2016). English lan- 
guage learners (ELLs) in the US, likewise, have much lower achievement test scores 
than their peers (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2013). Further, in 
Ohio, the state in which the present study was conducted, students with disabilities 
and ELL students have the two lowest subgroup achievement scores, in general 
(Ohio Department of Education, 2017). Therefore, in urban schools, students with 
disabilities and ELL students may be doubly vulnerable to academic failure. 
Although solutions that address larger-scale policy issues are important for 
addressing the root causes of these vulnerabilities, certain school-based strategies 
may help to alleviate the barriers facing these students. 

One such school-based strategy is school climate improvement. School climate 
refers to the ‘quality and character of school life’ (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & 
Pickeral, 2009, p. 182) and most conceptual definitions of school climate include 
dimensions related to safety and relationships between teacher and students 
(Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). Globally, there has 
been a growing emphasis on school climate as an important component of overall 
school health and performance. A wealth of evidence suggests that a positive 
school climate is related to higher levels of student achievement, but there is 
some question as to whether this empirical association (and theorized effect) 
varies across students based on group membership. This study investigates whether 
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a positive school climate may correlate differently with achievement for urban 
American students with disabilities and English language learners, thus helping 
to narrow gaps in achievement based on disability and language. 


Literature review 
Different experiences of school climate based on student identity 


Although the term ‘school climate’ implies that it is a characteristic of school 
buildings, research shows that students in the same school may experience safety, 
support, and connection differently based on their unique identities (Voight, 
Hanson, O’Malley, & Adekanye, 2015). Below we review theory and research 
that supports the notion that students experience school climate differently based 
on individual characteristics. 


Age differences. School climate is experienced differently for students of different 
ages in terms of perception, importance, and impact on various outcomes. 
Theoretically, young people’s needs for safety, support, and autonomy—all con- 
stitutive elements of school climate—evolve from early primary school to the end 
of secondary school (Eccles et al., 1993). Research supports these theorized differ- 
ences in experiences of school climate between primary and secondary school grade 
levels. In a latent class analysis of school climate among students in California 
public schools, De Pedro, Gilreath, and Berkowitz (2016) found that students in 
higher grade levels had significantly more negative perceptions of school climate, 
which corroborated previous work that indicated that older students reported 
feeling more disengaged from school, less connected to peers, and that there 
were fewer caring adults in their school when compared with elementary and 
middle-grade students (Benbenishty & Astor, 2005; Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 
2010; Pianta & Allen, 2008; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). De Pedro 
and colleagues (2016) explained this finding might be due to the fact that high 
school students have less exposure to any individual teacher as they move from 
class to class and thus less opportunity to form meaningful relationships. Studies 
that have investigated students’ help-seeking behavior have found that students in 
middle and secondary grades are more likely to ask questions and request help 
from teachers than elementary school students (Newman & Schwager, 1993; 
Schenke, Lam, Conley, & Karabenick, 2015), and Newman and Schwager (1993) 
showed a positive correlation between this help-seeking behavior and mathematics 
achievement gains over a one-year period. Due to these demonstrated differences 
in perceptions of school climate by age, the present study conducted separated 
analyses for three different student age ranges. 


Disability. Under the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 
2004, over six million American students age 3- to 21l-years-old receive special 
education services for an identified disability each year (US Department of 
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Education, 2018). Under IDEA, a disability may include intellectual, hearing, 
speech/language, visual, or orthopedic impairments, emotional disturbance, 
autism, mental retardation, or traumatic brain injury. Despite the growing ten- 
dency in the US for including students with disabilities in general education class- 
rooms, they are still often socially isolated from their peers without disabilities 
(Carter, Hughes, Guth, & Copeland, 2005), which may result in lower perceptions 
of support and connectedness. 

Inauspiciously, though students with disabilities may face obstacles to feeling 
supported at school, they may also be the students who most need social support, 
high expectations, and safety in order to be successful academically. Milsom (2006) 
argued that students with disabilities may be more likely to internalize negative 
social cues in their school environment. Higgins-D’Alessandro and Sakwarawich 
(2011) found that students with disabilities may be particularly sensitive to the 
school social environment, for better or worse. Although this research suggests 
that students with disabilities may have a distinct experience of school climate, 
no known previous research has concurrently tested whether students with disabil- 
ities have more or less positive perceptions of school climate compared to their 
peers and whether their perceptions are more or less strongly associated with 
achievement. 


Language. In the US, the terms English language learner (ELL) and limited English 
proficiency (LEP) are often used interchangeably to refer to students that are non- 
native English speakers or were born in the US but speak a language other than 
English at home (Abedi, 2006; Kim, 2011; Uro & Barrio, 2013). The US govern- 
ment’s definition of LEP is somewhat subjective, basing proficiency on students’ 
ability to be successful in educational settings and society where the language of 
instruction or communication is English (Uro & Barrio, 2013). The present study 
uses the term ELL except when citing a previous study that used a different des- 
ignation. ELL students represent one of the fastest growing student subgroups in 
the US (Kena et al., 2016). 

Previous research suggests that immigrant youth, many of whom are ELLs, find 
their schools to be less safe and supportive than their peers (Crosnoe, 2005; 
Watkins & Melde, 2009). ELL students’ experience of school climate may be par- 
ticularly influenced by their relationships with teachers. Research indicates 
that teachers who are more accommodating of ELLs in their classes are more 
likely to believe that an ELL student’s first language proficiency promotes school 
performance and does not represent a limitation for learning a second language 
(Karabenick, & Noda, 2004). 


School climate and student achievement 


There is a growing base of empirical evidence that students’ experiences of school 
climate and their academic achievement are linked (O’Malley, Voight, Renshaw, & 
Eklund, 2015; Voight, Austin, & Hanson, 2013). Although there is limited causal 
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evidence, cross-sectional and correlational studies have demonstrated a positive 
relationship between school-climate and average student achievement at the 
middle, and high school levels (Brand, Felner, Seitsinger, & Dumas, 2003; 
Hanson & Voight, 2014; Voight, Austin & Hanson, 2013). Further, cross-sectional 
research illustrates that the relationship between climate and achievement may be 
stronger for low-SES and racial minority students than their peers (Nation, Voight, 
& Nixon, 2011; O’Malley et al., 2015). As far as we are aware, no research has 
examined whether the school climate-achievement association is different for ELL 
students or students with disabilities, but these earlier studies that have shown that 
a positive school climate may narrow the achievement of other groups of students 
that experience social barriers to their academic success. This suggests that school 
climate may also narrow achievement gaps for ELL students and students with 
disabilities. 


Rationale and research question 


Students with disabilities and ELL students are among the most disadvantaged 
student subgroups in the US (Education Commission of the States, 2016; National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 2013). Theory and previous research suggest that 
these students may respond differently to the climate of their school, that is, feel- 
ings of safety and the support and expectations conferred by school adults. 
The present study addresses a gap in the school climate literature by examining 
whether the association of climate and academic achievement is different for ELL 
students and students with disabilities compared to their peers. The specific 
research questions addressed herein are: (1) do students with disabilities and 
ELL students have different perceptions of school climate compared to their 
peers; and (2) is the association between school climate perceptions and academic 
achievement different for students with disabilities and ELL students compared 
to their peers. Because there are reasons to believe that school climate operates 
differently across age, separate analyses are conducted at each level of schooling. 


Method 
Site, sample, and context 


This study draws on a sample of mathematics and reading test scores and self- 
report school climate survey data from approximately 26,000 students in approxi- 
mately 100 elementary and high schools in a large urban district in Ohio, a Midwest 
state in the US. In this sample, 13,290 students (51%) were male; 16,743 students 
(64.5%) were Black or African-American; 4,272 students (16.5 %) were Latinx; 
3,257 students (12.5%) were ELL; and 5,406 students (20.8%) were classified as 
having a disability. In the district in which the research was conducted, 45.8% of all 
children live below the federal poverty line, and all students in district schools 
are eligible for free lunch (a benefit for families living a small margin above the 
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poverty line). Because 11th and 12th grade students in the district do not partici- 
pate in the test used to measure academic achievement for this study, students in 
those grades were not included. All study data were collected as part of the parti- 
cipating district’s normal activities and shared with the research team. 

Since the advent of No Child Left Behind, the district has scored persistently low 
on state measures of district performance and recently instituted several reform 
initiatives in an agreement to avoid state takeover, including an effort to measure 
and improve school climate in all district schools. Specifically, the district works 
with schools to implement an evidence-based, universal social and emotional learn- 
ing program in district elementary schools. Additionally, it establishes teams of 
adults in each school who identify students who exhibit early warning signs of aca- 
demic failure and behavioral problems with a referral process to respond to student 
needs in a timely, coordinated, and effective manner; and it has solicited student 
and parent voice on strategies for school improvement. 


Measures 


School climate perceptions. The district’s student school climate survey was used to 
measure students’ perceptions of school climate, social experiences of students 
within a school including feelings of safety and perceptions of support and con- 
nectedness (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009), referred to as the 
Conditions for Learning Survey (CFL). The CFL is a 46-item measure using 
Likert-type response scales. The three dimensions of school climate include 
safety, how physically and emotionally safe students feel, teacher expectations, 
how much students perceive that teachers and other adults in the school encourage 
them to do their best, and teacher support, how much students feel listened to and 
cared about by their teachers and other adults in their school (Osher, Kendziora, & 
Chinen, 2008). 

Analyses of 2014-15 CFL district data showed good internal consistency for 
three subscales: Safety (15 items; Cronbach’s w=0.89 for grades 5—12), expect- 
ations (17 items; a=0.80 for grades 5-8; a=0.85 for grades 9-12), and teacher 
support (14 items; ~a=0.83 for grades 5-8; a=0.82 for grades 9-12). The reli- 
ability and validity of this measure was established in earlier research by Osher 
and colleagues (2008) in Chicago public schools. For this study, those three- 
dimension scores were averaged together to create a composite school climate 
perception score (Benbenishty, Astor, Roziner, & Wrabel, 2016). In the year of 
study, the survey was administered to all students three times. The calculated 
composite school climate perception scores from each time-point were averaged 
together to render a single school climate score that ranges from a minimum of 1 
(i.e., most negative perception of school climate) and a maximum of 4 (i.e., most 
positive perception of school climate) for students in grades 5-12. Because a 
shorted response scale (1—3 instead of 1-4) is used on the district’s school climate 
survey for students in grades 2-4, the range of school climate scores in the 
elementary school analysis is 1-3. 


652 School Psychology International 39(6) 


Academic achievement. Academic achievement was measured using Rasch unit test 
(RIT) scores on the mathematics and reading forms of the Measures of Academic 
Progress (MAP) test of the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA). The three 
administrations of the MAP test (fall, winter, and spring), were averaged together 
to create a composite achievement score for both mathematics and reading for the 
academic year. The mean test scores for all elementary participants across all three 
2016 test administrations were 185.15 for mathematics (SD = 15.627) and 181.52 
for reading (SD=16.263); middle school participants had averages of 208.53 
(SD = 16.775) and 202.02 (SD = 16.436); and high school participants had averages 
of 219.22 (SD=18.919) and 209.44 (SD =17.671) for mathematics and reading 
respectively. For reference, according to the national norms published by 
NWEA (2015), the national elementary (grades 2-5) mean scores for mathematics 
and reading are 187 and 190, respectively; 212 and 219 for middle school (grades 
5-8); and 220 and 231 for high school (grades 9-11). 


Disability and ELL Status. Student demographic data regarding the binary indicators 
of ELL and disability status were extracted from district administrative records. 
Disability (0=no disability; 1=disability) and ELL (0O=non-ELL, 1=ELL) 
status were both treated as binary variables. Other demographic control variables 
(e.g., gender) derived from these records, as well. 


Analytic approach 


The data were analysed using multilevel regression with student-level interaction 
effects in Stata 15. In a moderation analysis with interaction effects, the goal is to 
determine under what conditions or for what categories of individuals an associ- 
ation between two variables exists and to what magnitude (Hayes & Rockwood, 
2017). If an independent variable’s (X) association with the dependent variable (Y) 
is moderated by a moderator variable (M), then the X and M variable interact. In 
the present study, the dependent variable is academic achievement, the independent 
variable perceptions of school climate and the moderator variables disability and 
ELL status. To address our research question, we separated sample students into 
three groups: An elementary subsample, 2nd through 4th grades (V=8,991); a 
middle school subsample, 5th through 8th grades (V=10,278); and a high 
school subsample, grades 9th and 10th grades (V= 6,618). 
Our regression models are represented by the following generic equation: 


y = Bo + Bix1 + Box. + B3x3 + Bax, Xx4 + Bsx1Xx3 + € + 


where y represents academic achievement, x; represents perceived school climate, 
Xz represents disability status, x3 represents ELL status, and x, Xx. represents the 
interaction of climate and disability status, and x, x3 represents the interaction of 
climate and ELL status. Within each of the three subsamples, separate models were 
estimated for mathematics and reading achievement as dependent variables, for a 
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total of six models. Models controlled for student race, gender, and grade (these 
variables are not included in the above equation for the sake of simplicity). 
There are two error terms in the equation representing student-level (¢) and 
school-level (4) error, as students are nested within schools to account for 
shared variance due to common school membership. The inclusion of schools as 
a level-2 unit in the analysis effectively controls for all unmeasured characteristics 
of schools (e.g., principal quality, resources) in the analysis. 

Missing data were addressed using listwise deletion, however, as both the CFL 
and MAP tests are required for all district students in grades 2 and up, there were 
few instances of missing data. The missing data rate was four percent for elemen- 
tary, five percent for middle school, and nine percent for high school participants. 
The authors’ institutional review board approved the study. 


Results 


Results are organized by grade range, with a presentation of both main effects (i.e., 
regression coefficients for ELL, disability, and school climate perceptions) and 
interaction effects. All of the results reported below should be interpreted with 
the understanding that students’ race/ethnicity, gender, grade level, and all unmeas- 
ured characteristics of schools were held constant. Presented along with each esti- 
mated coefficient is an effect size (ES) that is a standardized regression coefficient 
for continuous predictors (i.e., school climate and the interaction term coefficients) 
and the standardized group mean difference for binary predictors (i.e., ELL and 
disability status). 


Elementary school (grades 2—4) 


For elementary students, in regards to mathematics achievement, the main effects 
of perceived school climate B=2.68, p<0.001, ES=0.03) and disability status 
(B=—15.30, p<0.001, ES=—0.64) were statistically significant, but the ELL 
status main effect was not (6= 1.71, n.s., ES=0.07). This implies that a one-point 
(on a three-point scale) improvement in climate is associated with an approximate 
three-point improvement in mathematics test score. Further, the main effects imply 
that among students with the lowest perceptions of climate (i.e., climate equals zero), 
students with disabilities have lower mathematics scores (by about 15 points) 
whereas ELL students perform close to the same level as their peers on mathematics 
(approximately a one-point difference). The interaction of disability status and per- 
ceived climate (B=2.46, p<0.001, ES=0.03) was statistically significant, and 
the interaction of ELL status and perceived climate was not (B=—1.39, ns., 
ES=-—0.02). The interaction implies that for students with disabilities, improved 
perceptions of climate are associated with a shrinking, but still significant gap in 
mathematics achievement compared to their peers without disabilities—among stu- 
dents with the most positive perceptions of climate, students with disabilities have 
mathematics scores about 8 points lower than their peers, on average. 
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As with the mathematics achievement model, the main effects of perceived 
school climate (6=3.54, p<0.001, ES=0.04) and disability (6=—13.21, 
p<0.001, ES=0.56) status on reading achievement were statistically significant, 
but the main effect of ELL status was not (B= 4.18, n.s., ES=0.18). This implies 
that for non-ELL students without a disability, a one-point (on a three-point scale) 
improvement in climate is associated with an approximate four-point improvement 
in reading test score. Further, the main effect implies that among students with the 
lowest perceptions of climate, students with disabilities have lower reading scores 
(by about 13 points), whereas ELL students perform close to the same level as their 
peers on reading. The interactions of disability status (6 = 0.44, n.s., ES = 0.01) and 
ELL status (6 = —2.40, n.s., ES=—0.03) with perceived climate were not statistic- 
ally significant for elementary school students which implies that there are no sig- 
nificant differences between students with disabilities and ELL students and their 
peers in the association of climate and achievement. 


Middle school (grades 5—8) 


For middle school students, in regards to mathematics achievement, the main 
effects of perceived climate (B=2.61, p<0.001, ES=0.04) and disability status 
(B= —23.01, p<0.001, ES=—1.05) were statistically significant, but the main 
effect of ELL status (6=—1.43, n.s., ES=—0.07) was not. This implies that for 
students without a disability, a one-point improvement in climate is associated with 
about a three-point improvement in mathematics test score. The main effects fur- 
ther imply that among students with the lowest perceptions of climate, students 
with disabilities have mathematics test scores about 23 points lower than their 
peers, on average, and ELL students do not have significantly different mathem- 
atics test scores, on average, than their non-ELL peers. The interaction of disability 
and perceived climate (6= 3.03, p <0.01, ES=0.05) was statistically significant, 
and the interaction between ELL and perceived climate (6=—0.22, n.s., 
ES=-—0.01) was not. The interactions imply that for students with disabilities, 
improved perceptions of climate are associated with a shrinking, but still significant 
gap in mathematics achievement compared to their peers without disabilities—even 
among students with the most positive perceptions of climate, students with dis- 
abilities have mathematics scores about 14 points lower than their peers, on aver- 
age. For ELL students, the interaction indicates that the association between 
perceived climate and mathematics achievement is not significantly different 
between them and their non-ELL peers. 

For reading achievement, the main effects of perceived climate (B= 1.99, 
p<0.001, ES=0.03) and disability status (6=—21.88, p<0.001, ES=—0.95) 
were statistically significant, but the main effect of ELL status (6=-—0.97, 
p> 0.05, ES =—0.04) was not. This implies that for non-ELL students without a 
disability, a one-point improvement in climate is associated with about a two-point 
improvement in reading test score. The main effects further imply that among 
students with the lowest perceptions of climate, students with disabilities have 
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reading test scores about 22 points lower than their peers, on average, and ELL 
students do not have significantly different reading test scores, on average, than 
their non-ELL peers. The interaction of disability and perceived climate (6 = 2.07, 
p <0.05, ES=0.03) was statistically significant, and the interaction between ELL 
and perceived climate (6 = —0.90, n.s., ES = —0.02) was not. The interactions imply 
that for students with disabilities, improved perceptions of climate are associated 
with a shrinking, but still significant gap in reading achievement compared to their 
peers without disabilities. For ELL students, the interaction indicates that the 
association between perceived climate and reading achievement is not significantly 
different between them and their non-ELL peers. 


High school (grades 9 and !0) 


For high school students, in regards to mathematics achievement, the main effects 
of perceived climate (8 =2.07, p <0.01, ES=0.03), disability status (6 =—25.09, 
p<0.001, ES=—1.01), and ELL status (6 = —9.76, p < 0.05, ES = —0.39) were stat- 
istically significant. This implies that for non-ELL students without a disability, a 
one-point improvement in climate is associated with about a two-point improvement 
in mathematics test scores. The main effects further imply that among students with 
the lowest perceptions of climate, students with disabilities have mathematics test 
scores about 25 points lower than their peers, on average, and ELL students have 
mathematics test scores about nine points lower, on average, than their non-ELL 
peers. The interaction of disability and perceived climate (6 =2.94, p<0.05, 
ES=0.04) was statistically significant, whereas the interaction between ELL and 
perceived climate (8 =2.48, p>0.05, ES=0.04) was not. The interactions imply 
that for students with disabilities, improved perceptions of climate are associated 
with a shrinking, but still significant gap in mathematics achievement compared to 
their peers without disabilities. For ELL students, the interaction indicates that the 
association between perceived climate and mathematics achievement is not signifi- 
cantly different between them and their non-ELL peers. 

For reading achievement, the main effects of perceived climate (B=2.63, 
p<0.001, ES=0.04), disability status (8B =—22.27, p<0.001, ES=0.11), and 
ELL (6=~—12.56, p < 0.01, ES=—0.51) were statistically significant. This implies 
that for non-ELL students without a disability, a one-point improvement in climate 
is associated with about a three-point improvement in reading test scores. The main 
effects further imply that among students with the lowest perceptions of climate, 
students with disabilities have reading test scores about 22 points lower than their 
peers, on average, and ELL students have reading test scores about 13 points 
lower, on average, than their non-ELL peers. The interactions of disability and 
perceived climate (6 = 2.60, p<0.10, ES=0.04) and ELL and perceived climate 
(B=3.11, p<0.10, ES=0.04) were approaching statistical significance. The inter- 
actions imply that improved perceptions of school climate are associated with 
shrinking gaps in achievement between ELL students and students with disabilities 
and their non-ELL and non-disabled peers. 
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Discussion 


A novel finding of this study is that the link between perceptions of school climate 
and academic achievement in both mathematics and reading is approximately twice 
as strong for students with disabilities compared to their peers without disabilities. 
The results suggest that were school climate to improve from the lowest to highest 
possible levels, the gap in mathematics and reading achievement between students 
and disabilities and their peers would shrink by between one-third and one-half 
(except for reading achievement in grades 2-4, where there was no significant inter- 
action). Importantly, the association of school climate and academic achievement 
was positive for all student subgroups examined in this study, but the association 
was strongest for students with disabilities. This study, then, adds to the research 
literature suggesting a compensatory effect of school climate for vulnerable student 
groups (cf. Esposito, 1999; O’Malley et al., 2015). 

Despite theory that school climate may operate differently for students at dif- 
ferent grade levels (Eccles et al., 1993; De Pedro et al., 2016), this study found that 
this interaction of disability and climate perceptions was remarkably durable across 
the three subsamples analysed. Previous research has indicated that students with 
disabilities may be more likely to internalize negative social cues in their school 
environment (Milsom, 2006) and that they may be especially sensitive to the social 
environment in their school (Higgins-D’Alessandro & Sakwarawich, 2011). 
These results lend support to the findings of these previous studies. 

The results further indicate that, across all levels of schooling, for ELL students 
there is generally no difference in the association of academic achievement and 
school climate compared to their non-ELL peers, which corroborates previous 
research with middle school students (Nation, Voight, & Nixon, 2011). The results 
suggest that there is positive association of climate and achievement for ELL 
students but that the magnitude of that association is not different than it is for 
non-ELL students. The exception was for reading achievement in high school, 
where the interaction was marginally significant and suggested that a more positive 
school climate may, in fact, be associated with a shrinking ELL achievement gap. 

The main effect of ELL did point to differences in the academic achievement gap 
based on ELL status across levels of schooling. For the elementary and middle 
school subsamples, ELL students did not perform significantly different than their 
peers academically. However, in the high school subsample, ELL students per- 
formed more than one-half SD lower than their peers. 


Limitations and future research 


One limitation of this study is that it utilized cross-sectional data. Cross-sectional 
data absent an experimental design lack the ability to draw causal conclusions. 
Thus, in the present study, one cannot conclude that a positive school climate 
causes better achievement, just that the two are associated. This design does not 
address the directionality of the relationship nor account for alternative explan- 
ations for why a particular student may have either high or low perceptions of 
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climate and achievement. Future research could use longitudinal data in a fixed- 
effects regression model with lagged predictors (e.g., a cross-lagged panel design) to 
establish the directionality of the climate-achievement association for specific stu- 
dent subgroups (cf. Benbenishty, Astor, Roziner, & Wrabel, 2016). Experimental 
studies could help establish the causal paths between these variables for different 
student subgroups (cf. Bradshaw, Koth, Bevans, Ialongo, & Leaf, 2008), but school 
climate is difficult to manipulate in an experimental study. 

Another limitation of the present study concerns administration procedures for 
the student survey. Certain students with disabilities (namely those who participate 
in alternative assessments for state accountability) are not included in the survey 
administration. This excludes, for example, students with severe cognitive disabil- 
ities. The result is that the present findings may not be generalizable to students 
with the most severe disabilities. Future research could strategically target students 
with severe cognitive disabilities to better understand the role of school climate in 
their learning. 


Practical implications 


The results of this study have a number of implications for school psychology 
practice. Most broadly, as the present findings suggest that a positive school cli- 
mate is associated with better achievement for all students at all levels in both 
mathematics and reading, school psychologists should consider school climate 
improvement as part of their mandate. There has a been a proliferation of research 
on school climate in school psychology journals in the past two decades, some of 
which points to strategies school psychologists can employ to improve school cli- 
mate. These include soliciting parent involvement in school programming (Haynes, 
Comer, & Hamilton-Lee, 1989), promoting school-wide positive behavior supports 
(Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013), and teaching students social and emotional skills 
(Kilian, Fish, & Maniago, 2006). The effectiveness of these strategies in improving 
school climate is supported by two recent reviews of evidence-based school climate 
improvement practices (Bear, Yang, Mantz, & Harris, 2017; Voight & Nation, 
2016), the latter of which also identified student voice; a strategy that school psych- 
ologists could champion (O’Malley, Voight, & Izu, 2014). 

School psychologists who undertake the work of school climate improvement 
should be sensitive to student subgroup disparities in perceptions of school climate. 
Recent studies show that all of the students in a particular school may not view 
their school’s climate uniformly. Students of color, for example, report systemically 
poorer climate than their same-school peers (Bottiani, Bradshaw, & Mendelson, 
2014; Voight et al, 2015). Given that the present study found that a positive school 
climate may be particularly beneficial to the academic achievement of students with 
disabilities, it is important that school psychologists be mindful that these students 
(and other subgroups) may have different understandings of and needs for safety, 
support, and expectations. For example, teaching social and emotional skills may 
be received differently by some students than others and may implicitly 
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communicate that individual skill deficiencies—rather than environmental factors 
that are often out of students’ control—are the sole obstacle to success (Hoffman, 
2017). There is little research on how to improve school climate perceptions among 
students with disabilities, in particular, but school psychologists should listen to 
these students to better understand what is required to help them feel safe and 
supported. 


Conclusion 


This study builds on previous research into school climate as it relates to academic 
achievement for K-12 students. This study, however, focuses on two subpopula- 
tions of students who have been historically marginalized, specifically students with 
disabilities and ELL students. These two student subgroups are often among the 
most vulnerable to academic failure and therefore the most in need of academic 
supports. The findings suggest that school climate is one potential method to 
improve achievement for these two subgroups and to even narrow the achievement 
gap between students with disabilities and their peers. School psychologist can help 
create a more positive climate in their schools for historically marginalized students 
through the use of the findings of this study. 
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